













Synonymous with the very 
best in animation and live- 
action family entertainment, 
Disney’s is a story of dogged 
ersistence, unbridled 
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Left: 1928's Steamboat Willie — the birth of a legend. 
Above: Bank Of America Vice Pres. Bernard Giannini 
discussing a bank loan with Walt Disney and his brother 
Roy. Right: Snow White And The Seven Dwarfs (1937), 

a true classic of animation. 


The curtain rises. The title card reads “STEAMBOAT WILLIE”, a 
short diversion before the gangster gunplay. Seconds later, the American 
public gets its first sight of a cheery animated mouse, spinning the wheel of 
the title steamboat as he whistles and shakes his rodent butt. Walt, sitting 
anonymously in the dark, hears giggles and snickers from an audience 
who'd come for bombs and bedlam. 

The mouse was a new character, but not that new. Mice and other big- 
eared rodents had been popular in\silent cartoons for years, because their ears 
made them stand out in simple animation. Walt had created one such critter 
himself, Oswald The Lucky Rabbit. What made Steamboat Willie special 
was that it was the first fully synchronised 
sound cartoon, thanks to the technical 





wizardry of a young animator named 
Wilfred Jackson. The sounds included 





topical spin, but so did several of Disney’s earliest films, the so-called Laugh- 
O-Grams. Then in 1923 he madea film called Alice’s Wonderland. It starts 
with a live-action little girl entering Disney’s Kansas City studio and meetin g 
a beaming (and moustacheless!) Walt, already avuncular at 22-years-old. 
Walt shows her cartoon characters dancing, scrapping and bouncing round 
on the artists’ drawing-boards. A cartoon mouse pokes a live-action cat. 

Weeks after Alice’s Wonderland was finished, the Kansas City studio went 
bankrupt and Walt went west, to Los Angeles. There he employed new staff, 
though some colleagues followed him from Kansas City, including Ubbe 
Iwwerks, known to history as Ub Iwerks. The studio churned out Alice films 
| by the dozen, and in 1926 it moved to 
Hyperion Avenue, where it would stay for 
perhaps the greatest years of its history. 
(It relocated to Burbank in 1939.) 








Mickey’s whistles, the clacking of the 
steering wheel and the musical piping 





Eventually, the Alice films gave way 
to the proto-Mickey character Oswald 





of the steamboat — for, right from|this 
beginning, Disney was using musi¢ to 








The Lucky Rabbit. But in 1928, Walt 





drive the action. | 

Disney biographies (including two recent major books, Michael Barrier’s 
The Animated Man and Neal Gabler’s Walt Disney: The Biography) trace 
Walt’s story long before Steamboat Willie. He was born in Chicago, but 
many people point to his boyhood on the Missouri prairies that fuelled his 
imagination. Perhaps this was the barnyard home of his cartoon critters. It 
certainly seems the foundation of the apple-pie America he would seek to 
idolise and globalise as Disneyland’s Main Street. Alternatively, you can start 
with Walt’s first forays into animation, working with tiny teams of artists, 
sometimes starving for his craft. 

Twenty-first century cartoons poke fun at fairytales and give them a 


distributors. Irked at having to negotiate 
with the increasingly confident filmmaker, they poached Walt’s employees 
from him. They also took Oswald (owned by Universal), leaving Walt with 
only a handful of remaining artists (including Iwerks) and a hastily conceived 
new character. Walt’s wife Lillian, whom he’d married in 1925, remembered, 
“Walt and Roy [ Walt’s elder brother, Roy O. Disney| were so broke they would 
go to the restaurant and order one dinner, splitting the courses between 
them... Icouldn’t believe that my husband meant to produce and distribute 
pictures himself, like the big companies.” 

Walt read her the scenario he’d written for Plane Crazy, his new film 
about a mouse called Mortimer. (It was produced before Steamboat Willie, 


| experienced a traumatic betrayal from his 
| 
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but released later.) By now, Lillian said, the magnitude of what Walt was 
attempting left her shell-shocked. “Suddenly all my personal anguish 
focused on one violent objection... ‘Mortimer is a horrible name for a 
mouse!’ I exclaimed. Walt argued — he can be very persuasive — but I stood 


firm.” Finally, to placate his stubborn wife, Walt came up with a substitute: 
Mickey Mouse. 






boundless optimism. When the first sound session for Steamboat Willie was a 
let-down, Walt wrote a letter to Roy summing up his attitude to filmmaking. 
“Why should we let a few little dollars [jeopardise] our chances... We can lick 
them all with quality.” | 
They could. Walt had to fight for funding and distribution after 

Steamboat Willie, but meanwhile the Mouse attracted grass-roots support 
across America. As the 1930s dawned, Mickey Mouse clubs sprang up at 
cinemas. These were children’s events where kids recited the Mickey creed 

“Mickey Mice do not swear, smoke, cheat or lie!”), played games and 
watched Mickey Mouse cartoons. The character became a merchandisin g 
phenomenon, with Macy’s department store selling 11,000 Mickey watches 
in a day. 


But Walt didn’t want to depend just 











on Mickey. Soon after Steamboat Willie 
he began a separate series of cartoons, the 








Silly Symphonies. The first was 1929’s The 
Skeleton Dance, which today looks closer 





time, Pat Powers, sent him an indignant cable, reading, “They [the cinemas 
don’t want this. MORE MICE.” Walt ignored him. (Both The Skeleton 
Dance and Steamboat Willie were drawn by Iwerks, who left Disney in 1930, 
but later returned to handle effects in such live-action Disney films as 1961’s 
The Parent Trap, where he cloned actress Hayley Mills as twin sisters.) 

Three years on, Walt decided to convert the 29th Silly Symphony, Flowers 
And Trees, from black and white into Technicolor, a tremendously risky move 
in Depression-era America. His brother Roy, now Walt’s tireless financier 
and voice of common sense, was aghast. But Flowers And Trees opened to 
huge acclaim and won Walt the first of his 26 Oscars. After the release, Roy 
wrote to the vice-president of United Artists, which was now distributing 
Disney’s cartoons. “I realise Walt and I donot run our business ona strictly 
‘business’ basis,” he wrote wryly. 

Thriving in the Depression, Walt produced its anthem: Who’s Afraid Of 
The Big Bad Wolf?, sung in 1933’s Three Little Pigs. “It bursts out at you in 
almost every film theatre,” a frazzled columnist wrote of the song. “The radio 
hurls it in your direction; try to escape it by adjourning toa speakeasy and 
some unfortunate alcoholic will sing it at you.” But the song became a hit on 
the back of the Disney characters: the chirpy porcine trio, animated by Dick 
Lundy and rising studio star Fred Moore, and the drooling, scary-hilarious 
Wolf, drawn by Norm Ferguson. The film helped establish elastic “squash 
and stretch” animation as a cartoon standard. More deeply, it reinforced 
the idea that, as Looney Tunes animator Chuck Jones put it, “It wasn’t how 
a character looked but how he moved 
that determined his personality.” The 
possibilities opened up. No longer were 
cartoons a diversion; Three Little Pigs 
played at cinemas for weeks on end, 
as live-action films came and went. By 














to the work of future Disney employee 
Tim Burton. Walt’s distributor at the 
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autumn 1933, Walt had decided to mak 
an animated feature. 











www.empireonline.com.au 


| 
| 
| 
| 


Far left: Bambi, 
responsible for many a 
child's heartbreak. Left: 
1940's initially troubled 
Pinocchio. Above: the 
audacious Fantasia. 
Right: Cinderella follows 
her dreams. 











UI 


then a noble prince, and then (and by now, the artists must have realised 
they had their work cut out for them) a happy dwarf, a grouchy dwarf, a 
doofus dwarf and so on through the seven. One animator said, “That one 
performance lasted us three years.” 

True, Walt had the benefit of great artists, including Disney’s Nine Old 
Men, the renowned core group of animators who created Disney’s signature 
work. Although only in their 30s, the group were so-called after Franklin 
Roosevelt’s nine judges of the US Supreme Court. Walt had drawn his last > 
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How computer wizards Pixar have embraced the 
Disney tradition.... 
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dabbing their eyes, responding to the grief of cartoon dwarves as if to real 
people. The Disney of Steamboat Willie had been gratified with giggles. Now 
he’d made Hollywood sob. 
Snow White was perhaps the most commercially successful film ever made 
up to that time. Its record was beaten by Gone With The Wind, but biographer 
Michael Barrier points out that many of Snow White’s tickets were child- 
priced. Walt — of course! — reached higher. Even before Snow White 
opened, he'd started developing Bambi and Pinocchio. By next summer, Walt 
had decided to expand a Mickey Mouse version of The Sorcerer’s Apprentice, 
made with eminent conductor Leopold 
Stokowski, into a full-blown “concert 


though it was, the system was far too expensive for most cinemas. Disney’s 
distributors RKO (to whom Walt had switched in 1936) insisted the two-hour 
Fantasia be cut for wide release, but the film still lost money. By that time 
Pinocchio, Walt’s telling of the story of the puppet who wants to bea real boy, 
had already failed at the domestic box office. (Pinocchio opened in February 
1940, with Fantasia following in November of that year.) 

But at least there was a domestic box office. The lights were going out over 
warring Europe, and Disney’s foreign sales with them. There was a bright 
moment when Dumbo, conceived as a cheap filler film, turned out to be an 
| unforeseen gem. (Michael Barrier 
credits Dumbo’s success to Bill Tytla’s 











feature”. 
There followed three more year 


Fr 


animation of the baby elephant, which 
was partly inspired by the artist’s two- 








of energised activity, Walt switching 
attention from one film to another. 








year-old son.) Dumbo was scheduled 
for a Time magazine cover, cancelled 








However, it was the concert feature 
eventually called Fantasia, which lest caught his enthusiasm and led to his 
notorious remark, “I think this thing will make Beethoven.” He was speaking 
of the composer’s Pastoral Symphony, interpreted as a carnival of lightning- 
lobbing gods, bare-breasted centaurettes and bare-bottomed cupids. For 
musical purists this went too far, but then, Fantasia also offered dancing 
mushrooms and hippos, savage dinosaurs and an army of water-bearing 
broomsticks. | 
As if that weren’t enough, Walt also insisted on a customised, seat- 
vibrating, six-track sound system for the film, called Fantasound. Brilliant 
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| when Japanese planes struck Pearl 
Harbor. Bambi, the last of Walt’s audacious cartoon trio, premiered in 
wartime London in summer 1942, but again lost money. 

Today these films, along with Snow White, are often taken as the studio’s 
gold standards, perhaps the standards for animation itself. They remain 
breathtaking works of art: the monster whale’s rampage in Pinocchio, 
Bambi’s ice-skating and forest fire, Dumbo’s terrifying pink elephants. Critics 
often rate them higher than Snow White, though none gave Walt himself the 
same satisfaction. “It didn’t seem possible to make a better picture than Snow 
White,” he said a decade later. 
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Left: "80s fun in The Fox And 
The Hound. Below: back to 
classic form with Beauty And 
The Beast. Right: runaway 
success for Pirates. Below 
right: Pixar's Monsters, Inc. 

















The Sea (1954), featuring a monster squid, an exploding island 
and Kirk Douglas doing a double-act with a seal. There was 

the endearing blarney of Darby O’Gill And The Little People 
(1959), starring a pre-Bond Sean Connery. A greater live- 
action hit was made for the small screen, Davy Crockett, shown 
on the TV show Disneyland. Davy’s coonskin caps sold 
like Mickey Mouse ears (which they predated by a year 
or so), and two cinema films followed. 

As Walt became more involved with live action, 
TV and his ideas for a new kind of leisure park, he 
had less hands-on involvement in cartoon features. 

These included several forays into British literature: 
Alice In Wonderland (1951), Peter Pan (1953), The Sword 
In The Stone (1963) and perhaps the best, One Hundred 
And One Dalmatians (1961). This boasted a charming and 

witty script, down to a terrific cartoon-in-a-cartoon that 

the dogs watch on TV. The look of the film was modern 
and graphically strong, with visible 
pencil+lines around the characters and 
backdrops. (The look was necessary 
because the film used a version of the 
Xerox|process to animate six-and-a-half 
million Dalmatian spots.) One Hundred 
And One Dalmatians also had one of 
Disney’s great comic villainesses, Cruella 


though they produced some fascinating films. They 
included two Donald Duck package features for the | 


South American market, Saludos Amigos (1942) and The 


Three Caballeros (1944). In the latter, Walt mixed live-action 
with animation, using far more sophisticated toolsthan _ 
when he’d made Alice’s Wonderland, so that Donald could 
dance beside live-action Brazilian beauties. 

Following the war, 1946’s Song Of The South marked _ 
another shift towards live action (only about a third of the. 
film was animated). By summer 1949, when the studio was 
in production on Cinderella, Walt was across the Atlantic in 
England, overseeing the filming of Treasure Island in Bristol. 
The rollicking film still stands up in the 
age of Pirates Of The Caribbean, thanks 
to Robert Newton’s definitive Long 
John Silver. (Pirates seem to be good for 
Disney; look at Captains Jack Sparrow 
and Hook.) That started the first wave 
of live-action Disney films. There was 
the spectacular 20,000 Leagues Under 
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Above: A return to hand-drawn 
animation with The Princess And 
The Frog. Above right: 2010's 3D 
extravaganza, Tron: Legacy. 
Right: high-stakes adventure with 
Prince Of Persia. Bottom: tween 
favourite High School Musical 2. 





the studio’s best-loved films. Walt, though, would not be at its premiere. In 
November 1966, he was diagnosed with lung cancer. Walt Disney died on 
December 15, a few days after his 65th birthday. 





De Vil, created by animator Marc 
Davis. 

Davis had already drawn the 
straight villainess Maleficent in 
1959’s Sleeping Beauty, though 
another veteran, Ken Anderson, 
handled the monstrous dragon that 
she becomes in the finale. The film 
was one of Disney’s most graphically 
ornate animations, inspired by 
medieval tapestries. It disappointed 
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The Love Bug) among your childhood mates, or Pete’s Dragon (1977), or 
Todd and Copper in The Fox And The Hound (1981). In the decades after 
Walt, his company, no longer a simple studio, has become a vast business 
empire. And yet animation brought the Disney name back to prominence, 
with hits such as Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988), co-produced with Steven 





at the box office, though, and led toa Spielberg’s Amblin Entertainment, and Beauty And The Beast (1991), the 
moratorium on fairytale features until The Little Mermaid 30 years later. only cartoon ever to be nominated for a Best Picture Oscar. They were 

One of Walt’s last great hands-pn features was Mary Poppins (1964). followed by Aladdin (1992) and the record-breaking The Lion King (1994). 
He'd been chasing the property since the 1940s, spending nearly a year just As computer animation steadily became more important in these films 
persuading Julie Andrews to take the title role. Karen Dotrice, who played — Beauty And The Beast’s 3-D ballroom, Aladdin’s lava pits, The Lion King’s 
the little Banks girl, described the enthused Walt as “like a big kid”, and he wildebeest stampede — the studio investigated the possibility of an all-CGI 
still had a kid’s imagination. For example, the film’s Jolly Holiday number, feature, leading to a partnership with a young company called Pixar. The 
written by the Sherman Brothers, had been planned for a quartet of waiters Disney Feature Animation department was intimately involved in Joy Story, 
until Walt mused that waiters looked like penguins. whose director, John Lasseter, was himself an ex-Disney animator. Today 

Mary Poppins was a roaring box-office success, though Walt discarded he’s the chief creative officer at both animation studios, developing projects 
any idea of a sequel. To the end, he was making inspired judgment calls; such as the sequels to Cars and Monsters, Inc. 
for instance, it was his suggestion that Baloo in The Jungle Book should be Disney has continued to evolve on the big screen. From its tween-pleasing 
voiced by Phil Harris, turning a good cartoon into a great one, truly one of High School Musical, Hannah Montana and Jonas Brothers films to its 


ability to craft big-budget blockbusters such as the Pirates Of The Caribbean 
franchise (the fourth instalment of which is due in 2011), Prince Caspian, 
Prince Of Persia and the upcoming Tron: Legacy, Disney even managed 

to squeeze in an old-fashioned romantic fairytale in Enchanted. And even 
though Pixar continues to astonish with its command of high-powered pixels 
—next up is Cars 2, directed by Ratatouille producer Brad Lewis — 2009’s 
The Princess And The Frog is proof the Mouse House hasn’t completely 
turned its back on traditional animation. 

Anyone who doubted such a film could play successfully today should 
have cast his or her mind back 82 years, to a Broadway cinema and a nervy 
young man with a cartoon mouse. The viewers of that time came for bedlam 
and ultra-violence, yet stayed for cartoon mice, pigs and princesses. Walt 
was aman of many aphorisms, yet perhaps his most telling is the cheery note 
he sent to his brother in 1928. One can imagine it being spoken in a chirpy 
Mickey Mouse falsetto. “We can lick them all with quality!” 





> Dreams Come True: The Art Of Disney's Classic Fairytales is 
showing at Melbourne's ACMI from November 18 to April 26, 2011. 
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EXTRAS: There’s enough here to fill a dozen 
toyboxes! Deleted scenes, 55-minute making- 

vs (croLUUlcchicckomo] au tal= wlan ey-\910(0) ma alerereialone) a) 
toymaking and the room in which animators 
had to present their work to Walt Disney, trailers, 


galleries, puzzles and more! 


Featuring some of Disney’s most memorable 
musical moments, this enchanting fairytale 
features some of the most breathtaking hand- 
drawn animation you'll ever see. No wonder 

it was the firstanimated film to receive a Best 
Picture Oscar nomination. 

EXTRAS: As well as the extended edition you'll 
also get the original cut, with a storyreel P-I-P 
option, as well as a lengthy making-of, deleted 
scenes, a musical challenge game, a discussion 
of the music in the film and much, much more. 
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eccliay tel ce asa young ore Tiana, WSS ey core 

_ prince who wants to lee) human again. . 

_ EXTRAS: In addition toa oT INA enon 

Bserooe- tale EeMuacien ie (cle tcce-lictoh delta -l ae 
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_ Disney's return to hand-drawn animation, the — 

aa ioe princess, aEUarS Paton, Ss phenomenal _ 
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rich imagination. 
EXTRAS: Featurettes on the Ee i Alice 
and The Mad Hatter, plus another on the green- 
screen and motion capture work in the film. 
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‘The fickove: ere Prarie aati length i 
set the standard for all those that followed. It 
_ introduced US ate) ora to the wonders of Pixar, ane 
io two olMeLUl AV =1AV; good friends, Woody and eee 
Sas Toinfinityandbeyond! 

_ EXTRAS: ‘An entertaining ere along with 
deleted er=tal stil fascinating ierelUcaltconela] aly 

mi laay iS) original (and abandoned) oelateiele and Teele 
featurettes covering everything from the Ses 
tothe production to the music and more, alae 

oe ee Us re Soe 
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sequel that’s just as good as the oficinall ae 
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You'll laugh and there’s a good chance you'll cry 
in this, one of the greatest threequels ever made. 
With Andy heading to college, the toys are meant 
to be packed in the attic, but instead get delivered 
to a daycare centre. Can Woody keep the gang 
together? 

EXTRAS: Another great commentary, the Day And 
Night animated short, plus more than 30 other 
extras, from featurettes to trailers to galleries to 
making-ofs. Exhaustive and hugely entertaining. 





